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INTRODUCTION

What inspires a person to innovate? What drives a per-
son to create a solution to a problem? Is it the environment,
the leadership, or the internal characteristics of the individual
that creates innovation? Often associated with business, the
process of innovation is expanding to the educational envi-
ronment. Specifically, in education the word innovation has
grown to be synonymous with teaching and learning. The
implementation of 21st Century Skills (National Education
Association, 2010) in the K-12 curriculum, and a focus on
critical thinking, creativity, communication, and collabora-
tion, has put pressure on schools to foster and develop skills
related to innovation in both students and teachers. Teachers,
administrators, and school environments are the tools and
channels in which innovative practices and culture are fos-
tered. Within innovative learning environments, leadership
that promotes transformation in school culture and generates
a shared vision for the future, is key to continued growth and
success (Earl & Timperley, 2015)

Innovation in education has been studied in a variety of
frameworks, from technology initiatives to curriculum and
programming (Harris, 2008; Geijsel et al., 2001). The con-
text and conditions of a school environment are a key deter-
mining factor in successful innovation implementation (Gei-
jsel, Kelchtermans, Sleegers, & van den Berg, 2001). Con-
ditions fostering innovations (Botha & Herselman, 2016) are
just as vital to the success of its implementation as the pro-
cess, practice, and networks of support. This study fills a
gap in the current literature by exploring innovation in a spe-
cial education school. Research in education thus far has ad-
dressed innovation in general education programs and higher
education systems, and has not focused specifically on the
special education field (Bourrie, Cegielski, Jones-Farmer, &
Sanka, 2014; Dove & Freeley, 2011; Sharma, 2001; Vallett,
Annetta, Lamb, & Bowling, 2014). The process of using
innovation to improve practices, programs, and instruction
has not been specifically studied in the special education en-
vironment. This study supports the need for research on in-
novation in the special education school. Special education
is a need driven industry. The core of the success of deliv-
ering effective special education services is the accurate as-
sessment of the learner’s needs, the learning environment,
and the implementation of a plan that meets these needs.
Therefore, individuals within a special education environ-
ment must work within their current system to assess the

needs of all stakeholders, identify problems, evaluate pos-
sible barriers, and finally create innovative solutions. These
practices are the hallmarks of effective creativity (Runco &
Jaeger, 2012). The purpose of this qualitative case study is to
explore ways innovation is practiced in a PK-12 special edu-
cation school in a Northeast state. This idea directly informs
the study’s research questions: 1. How is innovation demon-
strated in the special education school environment? 2. What
are the antecedents and outcomes to teacher innovation? 3.
How is innovation supported in the special education school
environment?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Major themes in the innovation literature are in the imple-
mentation of innovation, knowledge building, teacher prac-
tices and identities, and leadership influences on innovation.
Research regarding the influences of innovation dissemina-
tion have found that both environmental and individual char-
acteristics are contributing factors. Environments are high-
est in creativity when its members have high skills in cre-
ative thinking, as well as high domain expertise (Amabile,
2003). According to Amabile and Gryskiewicz (1987), indi-
viduals who are high in skill expertise, intrinsic motivation,
and risk taking thrive in environments that facilitate auton-
omy, contain adequate resources, and promote a culture of
collaboration. Individuals also thrive in environments that
did not punish risk taking attempts that resulted in failure.
In regards to innovation, the person influences the environ-
ment, and the environment influences the person (Amabile
& Gryskiewicz, 1987). Bereiter (2002) asserts that if educa-
tors want to develop new models of education that support
innovation, knowledge needs to be treated as a collection of
shared conceptual artifacts or objects continually improved
by members. Gloor (2006) stated that knowledge building
practices must be adaptive and members should be encour-
aged to demonstrate epistemic agency in their pursuits of
knowledge creation. Knowledge-building practices are crit-
ical for innovative environments to flourish, and to foster
innovative practices. In connecting to knowledge building
practices, Vokatis and Zhang (2016) conducted a case study
research of the professional identities of three teachers who
used knowledge building pedagogies and technology as part
of a school wide innovation, which were then reanalyzed
(Zhang et al, 2011), finding five distinctive features of teach-
ers’ identity: Teachers as professional knowledge builders,
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teachers as co-learners who help to empower students to take
responsibility for their learning and knowledge advancement,
teachers as problem-solvers and barrier-breakers, teachers as
members of a professional community that encourages col-
laboration, innovation, and continual improvement, teach-
ers who develop an empowering relationship with the prin-
cipal who supports teacher innovation and collaboration (p.
64). Knowledge building practices were centered around cre-
ation, innovation, and problem-solving principles. Leader-
ship is influential in promoting innovation in organizations.
A variety of leadership factors impact innovation in orga-
nizations. An organization’s structure, complexity, flatness,
or formality can influence innovation (Kanter, 1983). Dove
and Freeley (2011) concluded that the use of democratic and
coaching leadership styles, leadership stability, and Agbim’s
(2013) research shows that if school leaders want to foster
innovation, they should encourage cross functional teams or
informal professional learning communities in their schools.
School leaders must focus on building a culture that values
collaboration and idea sharing among the teachers.

METHODOLOGY

To gain an in-depth understanding of innovation, and ways
teachers and staff at one identified school demonstrate inno-
vation, I chose a case study design (Yin, 2014). A case study
allowed for a focus on the process and context of how inno-
vation is demonstrated (Creswell, 2018). For this case study
I conducted semi-structured interviews with nine employees
from my selected school, I analyzed documents, files, and
information from the school’s website as well as from atten-
dance at community advisory board meetings, and I took pic-
tures of the school’s classrooms and physical space to obtain
evidence of innovative practices.

FINDINGS

All collected data was organized topically and read
through and reviewed. Data was analyzed by identifying
units of information which were coded and categorized into
emerging themes and concepts (Merriam, 1998). Through
further data analysis, patterns and convergence of the coded
data produced thirteen categories. From these categories, the
themes of school culture and systemic practices, innovative
traits, leadership, and environment that fosters innovation
emerged as key findings. Further conclusions and findings
are continuing to be formalized.

DISCUSSION

It is important to research and explore how faculty, staff,
and administrators in schools transform ideas into initiatives
that solve related problems and generate educational value.
Earl and Timperley (2015) describe this as “mapping and
monitoring the progress, success, failure, and roadblocks in

innovation as it unfolds” (p. 8). Innovation remains a pow-
erful element in modern education, and key to the process of
rethinking how educational systems must evolve in the fu-
ture (Barber, Donnelly & Rizvi, 2012). Special education is
inherently innovative because service providers are working
with students who do not often fit within a universal model
of support and who often need instructional practices not yet
devised. This creates the need for creative problem solving
and planning. However, needed resources are not always
available. This mandates the call for innovation in an edu-
cator’s approach. This case study research can offer insights
that may expand the knowledge experience of other educa-
tors. As education is an applied field, this research study in
innovation can bring about new understandings and insights
about the process of how innovation is implemented in spe-
cial education (Merriam, 1998).
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